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The Role of Public Universities:
Examining one university’s response to xenophobia
Judy Favish
On 19 May 2008 South Africans woke up to the horrifying image 	 of	a	Mozambican	man,	Ernesto	Nhamuave,	engulfed	in	fire.	
Upon investigation, it turned out that he had been set alight by fellow 
human	beings.	Professor	Adam	Habib,	Deputy	Vice-Chancellor	of	









‘others’ in South Africa bordered on human catastrophe and caught the 




Many South Africans volunteered their time and energy to help 
the	displaced	people.	The	University	of	Cape	Town	(UCT),	home	to	
2308 students from the rest of Africa, did react to the crisis, but in a 
manner	that	suggested	that	UCT	was	grappling	with	appropriate	
ways of translating its commitment to being an engaged university 
into	concrete	action.
UCT’s	immediate	response	to	the	xenophobia	crisis	took	the	form	












that we were advised that the network of church halls and 
community	centres	would	be	able	to	cope	with	the	flood	of	
displaced	victims.	So	the	people	who	we	thought	were	coming	
to us were diverted into what eventually turned out to be a 
network	of	over	100	community	sites.	So	we	then	sent	the	
mattresses	that	we	collected	to	the	church.	We	were	informed	
that the most immediate role we could play was providing 
transport	for	people	who	had	been	forced	to	leave	their	homes.	
So we deployed the Jammie Shuttles and moved about 2000 
people	in	the	course	of	the	weekend.	Staff	and	students	were	
also mobilised to provide relief in the form of blankets, clothing 
and	food.	SHAWCO	[Student’s	Health	and	Welfare	Centre	















there had been working with refugees for years and, as a result, had 
the infrastructure and relationships to respond to the incidences of 




organised seminars on xenophobia, or introduced discussions on 
xenophobia into formal teaching programmes, this article focuses on 
the	interventions	of	SHAWCO,	the	Refugee	Rights	Project	and	the	
Department	of	Social	Development.	These	initiatives	were	nominated	




SHAWCO: SuppOrting HeAltH relAted interventiOnS
SHAWCO	Health	Sector	is	an	arm	of	SHAWCO	that	is	run	by	Health	
Sciences	students	on	a	voluntary	basis.	It	provides	six	evening	clinics	






handing out blankets, food, and clothes to the thousands of people 
who had been displaced by the violence and had congregated at the 
police	station.	A	decision	was	made	to	advertise	the	need	through	
SHAWCO’s	regular	communication	channels.	The	communication	





















years, with communities still expecting free handouts of food 
and	clothing.	We	did	not	want	communities	to	feel	that	we	had	
double standards, but we did want to contribute in some way 
to	an	unprecedented	crisis.	A	further	decision	was	made	that	
SHAWCO	Health	would	not	suspend	any	of	its	normal	services	
– a move which could potentially have generated xenophobia 






















that day – they came back with over 33 having been assessed 





the civil society coalition and various church groups who were 
hosting	internally	displaced	people.	By	the	Monday	after	the	
crisis exploded the churches were running an online database 
of	all	the	sites	which	they	were	supporting.	SHAWCO	Health	





information from all those sites captured and assessed, which was 
then	relayed	to	various	role-players	in	the	response.	The	survey	
captured information on, inter alia, numbers of men, women and 












On Monday, 26 May, in a meeting between city and provincial 
health	leaders	and	representatives	of	the	Civil	Society	Coalition,	it	









putting together a database of students and staff members who were 
willing	to	help	with	health-specific	interventions.	
It was a very effective use of the faculty’s communication 
systems	and	SHAWCO’s	long-standing	ability	to	co-ordinate	
volunteers.	(De	Wit	&	Lewin	2008)
As per the agreement, the details of the individuals willing to help 
were	sent	to	the	health	authorities.	By	the	Thursday	of	that	week,	29	
May,	the	CSC,	still	waiting	for	a	response	from	the	health	authorities,	








no access to health care facilities •	
large numbers of people•	
a	large	proportion	of	children	under	the	age	of	5	and/or	•	
signs	of	diarrhoea	and	scabies	outbreaks.	•	
Although the plan was not to set up parallel health systems, it had 
become clear from the data gathered that many people were either 
too scared to access the normal health care facilities or had actually 
been	harassed	by	local	citizens	on	attempting	to	access	these	facilities.	
SHAWCO	Health	therefore	identified	eight	sites	most	in	need	of	
extra health services and began to arrange for their mobile clinics 
and teams of students and doctors to go out and run weekend and 
evening	clinics. 
Once	again,	SHAWCO	Health	was	able	to	make	use	of	the	












later added to by a leading paediatrician and academic who put in 












serves as a wonderful model for how student organisations 




refugee rigHtS prOjeCt: Helping tO mAnAge A HumAnitAriAn CriSiS 
On	the	morning	of	Friday	23	May,	the	Refugee	Rights	Project	
fielded	calls	from	countless	numbers	of	its	fear-stricken	clients	who	
























that refugees’ rights were being violated by the military personnel 
and	other	officials	at	these	sites.	
The	Refugee	Rights	Project	immediately	intervened	by	liaising	






these sites and the attempted unlawful registration of people not 
already	documented.	It	was	pointed	out	to	the	Minister	of	Home	
Affairs (in a series of correspondence), under whose ostensible 
authority this was being done, that the authority she claimed for the 
procedure did not in fact empower such registration and that the 
offensive	questions	on	these	registration	forms	had	no	basis	in	law.	
This	led	to	the	minister	retracting	the	initial	unlawful	registration	


















of the impending attacks on foreigners and the exact areas where 
such attacks were likely to occur, thus helping to ensure that not a 
single	person	was	killed	in	the	Western	Cape.	They	did	so	again	in	
September 2008 in an attempt to avert further brutal attacks and 
displacement of vulnerable people whom the entire international 
community	had	agreed	to	protect.
The	Project	staff	remain	committed	to	ensuring	that	refugees’	rights	
are not violated and in this regard they continue to inform South 
Africans	about	refugee	rights.






recognised that even though direct counselling was not part of 
its core activities these were extraordinary circumstances and the 
values of the social work profession dictated that staff respond to 
this	human	disaster.	The	department	was	also	aware	that	its	students	
worked	in	communities	as	part	of	their	field	practice	and	that	they	
may be placed in situations where they needed to respond to clients 
who	were	traumatised	as	a	result	of	the	events.	The	goals	of	the	
department	were	to:	
render psychosocial support to individuals and groups •	
affected by violence and displacement
participate in networks with community service •	
organisations	(CSOs)	and	UCT	staff	in	order	to	pool	




consisted of staff and students in the department, colleagues from the 
Psychology	Department	and	practitioners	in	the	field.	The	project	co-






soon became clear that the refugees were being further traumatised 
by	a	lack	of	co-ordination	between	the	province	and	the	city.	This	
resulted	in	confusion	around	what	was	going	to	happen,	an	over-




became evident that refugees were preoccupied with meeting their 
basic needs and that the most practical way to offer support was for a 
counsellor	or	counsellors	to	be	available	at	specific	times.	Counselling	
rosters	were	compiled	for	Youngsfield	and	Harmony,	which	were	













as a result of working long hours and not being able to answer 
the	refugees’	questions	about	their	future.	Volunteers	were	feeling	
helpless	and	despondent.






























addition, academics and students provided specialised services 
linked	to	their	professional	areas	of	competence	or	fields	of	study.		
At the meeting which took place on Monday, 26 May, to which all 
members	of	the	UCT	community	were	invited,	a	strong	view	was	
expressed	that	UCT	needed	to	move	beyond	its	‘first	response’	of	
humanitarian aid and focus on developing a deeper understanding 
of the causes of the crisis with a view to formulating proposals for 





for intervening probably stemmed from a desire to support the role 
of public universities in promoting the public good and helping to 






how a department in a university can position itself to engage with 
long-term	issues.	From	the	outset	the	department	decided	to	set	
academic goals for its intervention, because ultimately it aimed to 
reflect	on	the	lessons	learnt	from	the	experience	and	incorporate	
these lessons into its teaching as well as encourage debate about the 
practice	models	used:		
The	work	with	displaced	refugees	is	vital,	not	only	for	
humanitarian reasons, but because it will inform the teaching 
of	the	Department	of	Social	Development.	Historically	
the department has always recognised the relevance of 
incorporating	input	on	trauma	into	the	curriculum.	The	trauma	







involved in ongoing research into the dynamics and struggles 
faced	by	displaced	persons	in	the	Cape	Metropole	area.	The	
department will also be hosting a seminar with relevant 


















beyond the core issues of research and teaching provision is 
an	unsettled	issue	in	higher	education.		What	is	interesting	in	
the sort of situation that we faced in this crisis is that the more 




those in the abstract; it’s another thing altogether to know how 
to	respond	to	a	very	immediate	public	crisis.	So	UCT’s	decision	
to	set	up	the	Crisis	Committee	was	essentially	reactive	rather	









no doubt that that sort of work has a key role in an education 
system	as	a	whole.	But	to	seriously	address	the	challenges	that	
manifested themselves during the xenophobia crisis would 
require	strong,	clear	and	directed	university	leadership	working	
in	consultation	with	the	entire	university	community.	Such	
leadership would enable the university to draw on the strengths 
of individual departments, whilst seriously grappling with the 
implications of being a university located in one of the steepest 
gradients	between	wealth	and	poverty	in	the	world.	
So whilst there is a large number of motivated individuals 
and groups of individuals across the university who are very 
passionate about human rights issues, and who may from time 
to time demand that the university responds as an institution to 


















Given that disciplines constitute the basis of the organisation of 
universities,	the	lessons	from	UCT’s	engagement	in	the	xenophobia	
crisis suggest a critical role for the university leadership in allocating 
appropriate	resources	to:
harness intellectual expertise from across the university•	
deepen debate about the causes of a crisis such as the •	
xenophobic violence and 
critically	reflect	on	long-term	strategies	for	addressing	•	







– there are people who would come out of law who would 
believe in absolutist versions of human rights, which will be 
completely	challenged	in	anthropology.	So	it	can	be	argued	





Much of the literature on the public engagement of universities 
refers to the role of universities in producing critical citizens through 
educational programmes and practices that are conducive to critical 





















communities strengthens their commitment to promoting a culture 
of	tolerance	and	social	justice	within	the	country.		They	also	come	




to offer support and assure students that there was a budget 
which they could draw from, but essentially the students were 
given	free	rein	to	respond	in	the	way	they	saw	best.	I	believe	
it is because of this freedom that they responded in such an 
overwhelmingly professional and effective manner – I think, 
had we as staff members assumed responsibility and told them 
what to do, we would have had a totally different situation 
on	our	hands.	Students	have	personal	resources	in	terms	of	
energy and idealism, but also in terms of their communication 
and social networks and (I know this is the wrong word, but) 
a ‘moral authority’ because they are acting in a voluntary 
capacity	and	not	as	part	of	their	‘job’.	So,	when	a	student	asks	





While the university may have tried to tap into residences for 
donations and volunteering, it was actually the students who 
came up with the idea of contributing their meals (yoghurts, 
packed	sandwiches,	juices,	etc.)	to	the	sites,	as	well	as	ongoing	
collections (and marketing of the collections) of clothes and 
hygiene	products.	These	were	individuals	in	individual	




















crisis situations, but also to respond to ongoing social needs 
in	the	communities	of	which	we	are	a	part.	The	reliance	on	
SHAWCO	to	provide	a	channel	for	student	volunteerism,	given	









enormous capacity that exists within universities to contribute to the 
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ongoing development of our society, through research and teaching, 
as well as through sustained engagement with issues confronting our 
country.	However,	the	case	profiles	suggest	that	universities	need	to	
grapple seriously with the challenge of building the relationships and 
structural mechanisms that will enable them to enhance their role in 
promoting	the	public	good.	It	also	raises	questions	about	the	critical	
role of university leadership in developing appropriate strategies 
for	promoting	inter-disciplinary	collaboration	and	galvanising	the	
intellectual resources of the university to respond to the needs of the 
majority	of	people	in	our	country.			
The	benefits	of	promoting	a	culture	of	volunteerism	amongst	





organisations of civil society, provide excellent examples of the ways 
in	which	mutually	beneficial	relationships	can	be	built	with	external	
constituencies.	As	Lewin	and	De	Wit	say:	
Imagine if each faculty and structure in the university (such as 
residences	etc.)	had	called	its	students	together	on	the	first	day	
and asked them to identify ways in which they could respond, 
firstly	within	the	line	of	work	they	are	studying	(if	possible),	
secondly with the faculty’s resources (such as communication 
structures,	phone	lines,	people,	computers	etc.),	and	thirdly	
just	with	the	faculty’s	support	(just	knowing	their	students	
were going out as a group to play games with kids in the camp, 
for	instance,	and	encouraging	them	in	different	ways).	If	the	
student leaders in residences had been given the space and 
support of the organisation’s structures to mobilise donations, 
volunteers	etc.	–	can	you	imagine	each	residence	committing	to	
sending out ten volunteers to run afternoon classes with kids 
in	the	camps,	or	something?	How	awesome	would	that	have	
been?	
Admittedly, this all took place during and after exams, but we 
believe that if universities more actively promote and recognise 
what ‘student organisation’ can accomplish, we would have 
seen	a	lot	more	of	it.	Then,	in	ten	year’s	time,	if	something	
like this hit again, we would have doctors, lawyers, biologists, 
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engineers, business people, musicians, sociologists, playwrights 
etc.	all	knowing	a	little	more	about	how	to	respond	to	this	
situation, and wanting to respond to the situation, because they 
know	that	it	is	each	individual	that	counts,	not	just	the	name	of	
an	institution.		
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